In Babylon

Juveniles To Be Judged
By Peers In Youth Court

By Michelle Pirraglia

ooking to move towards “positive”
rcement for ju whn
t minor offenses, the town of
Babylon will soon be implementing a
youth court. Non-violent first-time offend-
ers between 12 and 18 years of age will be
;udaul by their peers and given “proac-
tive” sentences, such as community ser-
vice or writing letters of apology, accord-
ing to Town Supervisor Steve Bellone.
“We're trying to take kids who are on
the wrong track and move them into a
positive atmosphere,” Bellone said of the
youth court program. “It's restorative
justice rather than punitive justice. We
want to g:nre them a more constructive
experience.”
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Thwprnpummquimthn  of
both the juvenile and thl&r

t/guardian, and the crime they are
accused of must be no higher than a mis-
demeanor charge, according to McKeon.

“The youth court introduces kids
who have committed offenses to the
whole concept of being judged by their
peers and gives the others who are par-

ﬁtﬁnzmthapmummru]pwm
ical experience,” said Bellone, who noted
that youth courts are currently operat-
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Nights" gﬂgm which had been in
place to out to troubled teenagers,
was “dwindling,” and that change was
needed.

“The program wasn't working, and
we really wanted to try something else,”
Bellone explained, noting that the fund-
ing formerly al.mhu'ball to the “Summer
Nights” program will now go towards the
youth court operation. Bellone also noted
that Legislator Wayne Horsley (D-Lin-
denhurst) has obtained $10,000 in fund-
ing for the program.

A steering committee consisting of
three judges, as well as members of the
Suffolk County Police Department, the
district attorney’s office and other com-
munity leaders, will be meeting over the
next six months to discuss the logistics of
setting up the court. Several topics,
including the training of those youths
who will serve in the court system, are
slated for the upcoming meetings.

“It's a critical age in their develop-
ment,” said Bill DeVore, deputy bureau
chief of Suffolk County District Attorney
Thomas Spota's office, who is serving on
the committee. “If we can nip these
things in the bud, the community will be
better off”

DeVore also noted that the steering

" committee will be guiding the teenagers

who serve in the program. “They’ll have
to go through a rather extensive training

procedure before they participate,” he’

said, adding that the offenders will have
to serve on the youth court jury after
their sentences are mmplatai

The “sanctions,” to McK-
eon, will often be linked to the type of
crime they are accused of committing. As
an example, McKeon said a juvenile who
sprayed graffiti on a building may be
referred to an art class in addition to
their community service sentence. “That
way they can channel their art into a
positive experience,” she noted. “The
whole idea is to reduce the rate of juve-
nile delinquency. If we can balance out
their anger and turn it into something
with meaning, it will turn them around.”

According to the National Youth
Court Center website, www.youth-
court.net, a recent study of the program
in four states showed that the recidivism
rate for those who went through the
youth court was between 6% and 9%,
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which officials believe is well below the
percentage found in the family court sys-
tem. In Missouri, officials found that “9%
of the vouth who went through the Inde-
pendent Youth Court re-offended within
gix months, compared with 28% of similar
yuuthhnndladhj'ﬂwﬂamllfamﬂjrm-t
[system],” according to the NYCC study.

Bellone said the town hopes to have
the youth court up and running by this
time next year. “It's a very unique pro-

gram, and hopefully we will see the ben-
efits,” he said.



